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The Cross of Ashes 


HE OPENING CEREMONY of Lent 

exhibits the continuity of the Church 
Year. For the imposition of ashes has its origin 
months before the actual ceremony. On the 
previous Palm Sunday, palm branches, fresh 
and green, were brought to the altar to be 
blessed. Those branches, blessed with solemn 
prayers recalling the triumphant entry of Our 
Lord into Jerusalem, were distributed to the 
people, and preserved through the year so that 
they might remind the faithful of the wonder- 
ful events of that day. Months later, the fresh- 
ness and greenness have departed from the 
branches, as the glory and triumph of that day 
have faded away. On Shrove Tuesday, the 
dried and withered branches were reduced by 
the power of fire to dust and ashes. On Ash 
Wednesday, those ashes are traced in the form 
of a cross on the forehead of the believers as 
the priest recites the words of God from Gen- 
esis, “Remember, O man, that dust thou art, 
and unto dust shalt thou return.” The ashes 
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are special ashes, procured from a special object 
—the palms which were once a symbol of tri- 
umph and are now a symbol of human frailty 
and transitoriness. 

All of these objects which we use in the 
course of our liturgical worship and which we 
bless at the altar—palms, ashes, candles, votive 
objects,—are sacramentals. They are not sacra- 
ments as Holy Communion, for example, for 
they do not bring us any grace. They are not 
the “outward and visible signs of an inward and 
spiritual grace.” They are simple material ob- 
jects which are blessed and set apart for sacred 
uses. We call them sacramentals because they 
remind us of the sacraments. Their pious use 
does not bring us grace, but rather incites in 
our mind special thoughts which enable us to 
receive God’s grace in the sacraments. 

Blessed palms remind us that Jesus is the 
King of kings, and prepare our minds to accept 
His Kingship in our lives. Blessed candles re- 
mind us that Jesus is the Light of Lights and 
prepare our minds to receive His illumination. 
Blessed crucifixes remind us that Jesus is our 
Sacrificial Victim, and prepare our minds to 
appreciate His salvation. Blessed water reminds 
us of our baptism and prepares our minds to 
understand our incorporation into Jesus. 
Blessed ashes remind us of our state as mortal 
human beings in the world, and prepare us for 
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a deeper spiritual penitence. It is due and fit- 
ting that we should receive these ashes on Ash 
Wednesday because of the holy thoughts which 
they stimulate in our minds. But the ashes do 
not achieve any good unless we derive from 
them the proper dispositions of mind. Their 
imposition can become just an empty cere- 
mony. Properly received, however, they deepen 
and enrich our penitence as we enter the 
Lenten period. 


Symbolism 


First: the ashes symbolize the frailty, the 
uncertainty, the instability of material things. 
As the palms which were once green and fresh 
are now dried and withered, so all things run 
their course and come to an end. Men’s bodies 
change, grow old, and die. Men’s possessions, 
carefully amassed and guarded, slip away with- 
out warning. Men’s achievements terminate. 
Kings and rulers come and go. Governments 
rise and fall. As the freshness departs from the 
palm branch, so the freshness departs from life 
and its objects. There is nothing in the world 
of created things which is stable and lasting. 
The uncertainty of material things is stressed 
in the prayers used to bless the ashes, and as 
the priest places them on our foreheads, he 
impresses this fact upon our minds with the 
words of administration. “Remember, O man, 
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that dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou 
return.” These words were once spoken to the 
couple cast out of the Garden of Eden because 
they placed their trust in material things. They 
are now spoken to us as we enter Lent. That 
we may not become another Adam and another 
Eve, we are urged to cast away our trust in 
material things, and place our faith in One 
alone who is unchanged, stable, eternal—Al- 
mighty God. 

Second: the ashes fortify our faith in the 
eternity of God. If the things of earth are not 
lasting, God alone must be eternal. If God is 
not eternal, nothing is. We can choose between 
the eternity of God or utter chaos. There can 
be no doubt of this fact. Those who go through 
life placing their trust in material things always 
end in total pessimism. We have our choice. 
Trust in God or trust in nothing. This message 
the Church brings to men who are running up 
a blind alley. It offers them an explanation of 
life and a way of life based on eternity. In the 
acceptance of that way, men find positive hap- 
piness. The world is full of people with no 
faith, no trust, no dependence on God. They 
wander in this world as ships without pilots. 
They drift as castaways without hope. Life is 
meaningless. Effort is futile. Personal happiness 
is impossible. Here is the Church, the fellow- 
ship of all those who believe and place their 
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trust in God, offering to the castaways a sure 
means of salvation. 

Third: the ashes deepen our penitence and 
contrition because we realize how often we fall 
short of the glory which is expected of us. We 
who have received the grace of God through 
Baptism and Confirmation, who continue to 
receive the grace of God through Penance and 
Holy Communion, through prayer and Chris- 
tian effort, do not attain to all that we might 
be. We fall short, as St. Paul tells us, of the 
glory of God. We are spiritual athletes who 
fail to make the mark. For the human tendency 
is to sin, to trust in man and things. Even in 
our spiritual lives, we struggle by our own 
effort. We try to grow in the spiritual life and 
reject such a means of grace as the Sacrament 
of Penance. We try to get something out of 
our Communions without making adequate 
preparation or thanksgiving. We try to draw 
near to the Passion and Death of Jesus and yet 
avoid all personal sacrifice and pain. Always 
there is the temptation as of old in the Garden 
of Eden that we can be as gods and get along 
with our own human capacities and ingenuity. 
The ashes reveal to us the need of penitence 
for our trust in the things of the world and 
our own powers. As they are imposed on our 
foreheads, they become a dedication of self to 
God. 


We who were once traced with the cross in 
Holy Baptism, we who are signed with the 
cross so often in absolution and blessing, are 
now marked with the cross of ashes to remind 
us that life is meaningless without God, that 
effort is meaningless apart from God. We are 
traced with the cross of ashes that we may 
devote our lives with renewed intensity to spir- 
itual things. “Rend your heart and not your 
garments,” cries the prophet Joel in the Ash 
Wednesday Epistle. Receive not only the cross 
of ashes on your foreheads, but receive the cross 
of ashes in your hearts. 
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Copies of this Tract may be had from Holy 


“Cross Press, West Park, N. Y., at $1.50 per Hun- 


dred. Cash with order. Minimum order 25 copies, 
40c. 


6 


